Big Thicket Computer Capabilities
Driven by Resource Management Needs

By Robert J. Krumenaker

Computers have been an integral part of daily life
at Big Thicket National Preserve for almost two years.
The driving force always has been resource manage-
ment, but all of the Preserve divisions have integrated
avtomated applications into their operations. If any-
thing has been the hallmark of our success thus far, it
has been the willingness of Preserve staffto embrace
the new technology. While most of our usage is in of-
fice avtomation and canned software packages (word
processing, database managemenl, spreadsheets,
etc.), we have also done in-house programming and
development when necessary.

Management at Big Thicket has aggressively com-
mitted itself to computerization. Yet until recently, the
system's growth (user interest, applications,
software, and equipment} has been essentially un-
managed and unplanned. We have reached a
plateau, however, where we have approached the
limits of aur Vector Graphic machine resources. (Vec-
tor Graphic 5005, with hard disk and three terminals,
inchuding a Tektronics graphic termiral) it is an ap-
propriate time to assess our computer efforis to date,
determine our needs for the future, and plan just how
to get from here to there. Since the computer workd
around us is changing so rapidly, anything longer
than a two- fo three-year plan would be too specula-
tive. Using the Shenandoah model developed by the
WASQ Office of Information Management, and work-
ing closely with the ADP staff in the Southwest Reg-
ionaf Office, we are in the midst of that assessment
now. We hope to have produced a draft Information
Management Plan for Big Thicket National Preserve
by March 1984. This plan will serve as an outline for
phased system development and implementation.

and a justification document for additional procure-
ment.

The overriding geal of information management at
Big Thicket is lo develop and maintain the capacity to
process, analyze, and store in-house the data and
fext necessary to manage your own resources. We
intend to be a fully functional independent node in the
Southwest Regional computer system, with full com-
munications capabiities. Within the Preserve, system
management will be centrafized in the Superinten-
dent's office with each divisian or user responsible for
the identification and specification of its own applica-
tion needs. Whenever possible, off-the-shelf software
programs will be used in lieu of custom programming.

Uniike most NPS field areas, we have the luxury of
being able to look back on a couple of years of com-
puter experience as we develop our information man-
agement plan. A few of the more interesting issues o
be discussed in the plan may not be obvious 1o other
parks just starting out. They are outiined here, with
some of the thoughts that we need to keep in mind as
we upgrade:

System management. Qur current micro-based
system runs itself — or so we thought until the resi-
dent expert transterred out and took most of the ex-
pertise with him. A well-run system may be able to
run itself (for awhile at ieast) but only if careful plan-
ning has gone into slandard operating procedures,
Some of the many things that reed to be considered
— even for the smallest instailation — include file ac-
cess and security, disk space management, system
backups, and software and equipment maintenance.
Procedures need to be identified and wel
documented. Read that sentence again. It is impossi-
ble 1o over-document a computer system.

Staffing. The more sophisticated the computer



system, the more management energy that is re
quired. Existing park staff at Big Thicket had much o
the expertise that was necessary, but not the time
{You may be surprised at how much ADP experience
some of those underpaid, overworked rangers have.,
Our solution: we have hired a Resource Management:
Computer Specialist, who devotes almost fult time t¢
information management and planning, application
develeprment, and system maintenance. We also
have converted our most experienced clerk-typist to
a Computer Operator, responsible for routine system
operation and backup. ordering of supplies, and word
processing and file management expertise. You're
probably thinking this is extreme, and costly. Yes itis;
but the alternatives are more costly. To make a full
commitment to computerization and the productivity
gains that are possible, you'l! need qualified people to
run the system.

Training. “The peopie element” is what dooms
most computer system to failures. Computer users
need adequate orientation, input, and training in
order 10 feel that they are important elements in the
*hig picture.” They may feel threatened if a terminal is
put on their desks with the admonition to “interface.”
Sometimes, you just have to hold hands; other times
let people run! We've found that people get hooked
very quickly if they have the proper support and en-
couragement. The same folks, though, can be terribly
frustrated without it. Don't be fooled into thinking that
computers or word processors are easy lo use. Most
of them really are not, and it's up to the system man-
ager to make the difference.

Ergonomics. The word’s too new for our dictio-
nary, but in essence it means that people (clerks,
rangers, managers} work best when they are com-
fortabie. Don't stop at green CRT screens and de-
tachable keyboards. It's short-sighted to spend
thousands of taxpayer dollars without locking at the
productivity gains that can be made with improved
lighting, firm operators’ chairs, and work surfaces at
the correct height. K's not much extra money. and it
can really help.

The most interesting part of any computer system
is the application of the technology lo soiving the
problems of the organization. Office automation has
already excited the clerk-typists and administrative
staff at Big Thicket, as well as a number of the rang-
ers and managers that find themselves writing
memcs, environmental assessments, and planning
documents ... not o mention those that prepare
budgets. In shorl, just about everynody wants his own
terminal. Our present three are slated to grow 1o at
least five in FY84, and potentially more in future
years. Word processing, spreadsheets, and business
graphics wall be more fully integrated and used by
more people.

Resource management appiications at Big Thicket,
however, are the most exciting on the horizon &nd
provide the stimulus for system growth and develop-
ment. Three of the most interesting are described
here — two that we've developed under the present
computer environment, and one that wilt soon begin
with an upgraded system:

Plant List. Big Thicket was set aside to preserve
the most diverse flora in the entire NPS system. We
have built a simple database of over 2600 records
{one for each plant species), each containing 26 de-
seriptive fields, If a researcher or visitor wants to
know what are the names of all of the yellow wildflow-
ers that bloom in September and occur in two of the
Praserve’s units but not in another, we can find out.
The tnck here was having the information available;
but it's the computer tool that makes it accessible.






